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THE US AIR FORCE has a co

he sion problem. Dr. Donald

B. Rice, former secre tary of

the Air Force, complained

that offi cers identi fied with


their weapon systems, not with the Air Force

or any concept of service mission or doc-

trine.1 Carl Builder agrees. To Builder, the Air

Force has no strong, unify ing mission or vi

sion, so loyalty has devolved to functions,

tech nolo gies, and occu pa tions.2 Franklin

Mar gi otta states that in his expe ri ence, he

served in 30–40 dif fer ent “air forces” that had


in common only a single-colored uniform 
and a univer sal belief that each member and 
fac tion was serving the cause of national de
fense. He too sees technol ogy as the or gan iza
tional essence of the Air Force.3 Frank Wood 
ob serves that the empha sis of today’s Air 
Force on high technol ogy makes it most sus
cep ti ble to speciali za tion and occu pa tional 
at tach ments, particu larly when those Air 
Force special ties have civil ian air and space
equiva lents.4 Indeed, our service has a cohe
sion problem, and it is firmly rooted in the
cul ture, techni cal special ties, and organ iza-
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tional dynam ics within the diverse, complex
en tity that is today’s Air Force. 

This arti cle analyzes the roots and current 
mani fes ta tions of the Air Force’s cohe sion 
prob lem, defin ing and devel op ing the prob
lem as a basis for some broad sugges tions as 
to how the service can begin to mold itself 
into a more co he sive force for the twenty- first
cen tury. It briefly summa rizes how organ iza
tional culture under lies organ iza tional cohe
sion; presents a tradi tional cultural inter pre
ta tion of the Air Force; expands on the 
tra di tional view to outline a cultural over-
view of current Air Force fragmen ta tion; and 
ex am ines the appli ca bil ity of cohesion-
building activi ties for the present and future 
Air Force. 

Culture 
“Every or gani za tion has a cul ture, that is, a

per sis tent, patterned way of thinking about 
the central tasks of and human rela tion ships 
within an organi za tion. Culture is to an or
gani za tion what person al ity is to an indi vid
ual. Like hu man cul ture gen er ally, it is passed 
on from one genera tion to the next. It 
changes slowly if at all.” 5 This statement cap
tures the key points of organ iza tional cul
ture—a patterned way of thinking focused on 
the organiza tion’s central tasks (opera tions) 
and re la tion ships (ad mini stra tion), passed on 
by genera tions and slow to change. 

Any organi za tion’s pat terned way of think
ing reflects what is variously called its es sence 
or the beliefs of the corps around its core. The 
cen tral career profes sion als, those people 
most closely asso ci ated with the organiza
tion’s core opera tion, define the mission and 
de cide on the capa bili ties needed to carry it 
out.6 The elite group at the center of the 
organi za tion’s mission—the elite profes sion 
(or the corps at the core)—stakes out the
bounda ries of the organi za tion (its roles and 
mis sions). It also controls the opera tions of 
the organi za tion (with spillo ver influ ence on 
the poli cies that di rect that op era tion), as well 
as the person nel system for that core opera
tion and its sup port ing op era tions, and es tab

lishes a career system to insti tu tion al ize that 
con trol. Within even the most complex or
gani za tion, a single profes sional elite pos
sesses knowledge, skills, and orien ta tions 
iden ti cal to the mis sion and ac tiv ity of the or
gani za tion. This is the corps elite—the elite 
pro fes sion within the or gani za tion—and it de-
fines the essence, sets the culture, and de ter
mines the vision that exem pli fies the or gani
za tion.7 

In large organi za tions, or those with 
complex missions, secon dary elites emerge 
around their particu lar sub-mission or mis
sion segment. The organi za tion can exhibit 
ten sions and conflict across these elites as 
each espouses its own organ iza tional vision 
based on its particu lar expe ri ence and focus. 
Thus, a rank order ing often devel ops among 
the core elites, with resul tant intraorgani za
tional mission compe ti tion, making analysis 
of the rela tion ships among these various 
elites key to a full under stand ing of the or
gani za tion.8 

If the cul ture is shared and en dorsed across 
the various subgroups that comprise the or
gani za tion, then a sense of mis sion ex ists, and 
the organi za tion is relatively cohe sive, both 
in ter nally and in its approach to the outside 
world. Able leaders attempt to shape the cul
ture toward that cohe sive sense of mission, 
but this often becomes a very diffi cult
bridge- building exer cise.9 A RAND study 
agrees, stating that a “collec tive, shared sense 
of a distinct identity and purpose appears to 
be a hallmark of the most success ful insti tu
tions.” The RAND study calls this phenome
non or gan iza tional vision and further states 
that such a shared vision lends the organi za
tion relevance, clarity, real ism, inspi ra tion, 
and a positive inter nal and exter nal public 
im age.10 

The organ iza tional cul tures of the US mili
tary services are particu larly strong because 
they employ a career system based on the 
“closed career princi ple.” These organi za
tions recruit person nel upon comple tion of 
ba sic educa tion, and those person nel spend 
their career almost exclu sively in their par
ticu lar organi za tion. They are educated, 
trained, and advanced by the organi za tion, 
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based on its inter nal rules and priori ties; al
most no lateral entry into the organi za tion 
ex ists, except at the entry level—career per-
son nel en joy pro tec tion from out side com pe
ti tion.11 The services recruit and indoc tri nate 
new members into their core mission and its 
re quire ments. They pro vide their own pro fes
sional educa tion programs to prepare career 
of fi cers to move up the chain of respon si bil
ity for that mission. Further, they promote 
these career person nel into the deci sion- and 
policy- making levels within their career elite 
with only limited exter nal veto and no real 
ex ter nal compe ti tion. The service culture is 
in sti tu tion al ized by the organi za tion and in
ter nal ized by its members. 

Organi za tional culture has signifi cant im
pact on organ iza tional behav ior. To the ex-
tent that such behav ior spurs excel lence in 
mis sion accom plish ment through compe ti
tion, it is seen as positive. However, some-
times it leads to dysfunc tional re sults, and no 
easy or imme di ate solu tion exists. Organiza
tional culture changes slowly and primar ily 
in re sponse to in ter nal pres sures to adapt to a 
changed opera tional envi ron ment, not in re
sponse to exter nal direc tion. True organ iza
tional change requires a cultural transfor ma
tion—not simply accom mo da tion and 
in cre mental modifi ca tion but changed or 
gan iza tional output in terms of structure, 
pro fes sional incen tives, and changed profes
sional behav iors. The reor gani za tion option, 
im ply ing organ iza tional (cultural) change,
con sists of several steps: recog ni tion of pres
sures due to changes in the organiza tion’s ex
ter nal envi ron ment, percep tion that exist ing 
perfor- mance is inade quate, formu la tion of a 
new organ iza tional strategy (planned out-
puts, goals, and objec tives) to meet the 
changed envi ron ment, modifi ca tion of the 
organi za tion’s structure to accom mo date 
new tasks and rela tion ships, transfor ma tion 
of the organiza tion’s culture to meet the rea
ligned elite profes sions and their relative pri
ori ties, and, finally, changed output in terms 
of organ iza tional perform ance and product 
as a result of the new strategy, structure, and 
cul ture.12 

Al ter na tively, one can view the “problem” 
of complet ing change and building cohe sion 
within the system of subcul tures that are to-
day’s military service—chang ing organ iza
tional culture—as a function of creat ing 
shared values and legiti macy leading to a 
com mon “theory of victory” (or vision),
align ing new or changed tasks with “critical” 
tasks identi fied and ranked, realign ing the 
dis tri bu tion of power within the or gani za tion
re flect ing the new hier ar chy of missions, and 
cre at ing new or changing old career paths to 
groom organ iza tional members for future 
lead er ship posi tions at all levels.1 3 So the ex
ist ing organ iza tional elite struggles hard to 
pro tect its turf, budget, mission, and self-
identity against emerging challeng ers for as 
long as it can. Transi tions are painful to the 
or gani za tion, and this is a time of transi tion 
for the US military. 

Air Force Culture 
Tra di tional Air Force essence evolved 

around strate gic bombing, particu larly the 
aer ial deliv ery of nuclear bombs against the
So viet Union. Inter nally, the primary con-
tender for influ ence was the group advo cat
ing tacti cal airpower—from close air support 
(CAS) to the Army to the deliv ery of tacti cal
nu clear weapons on the battle field. Another 
chal lenge to primacy within the serv ice came 
from ad vo cates of mis si le borne nu clear weap
ons in lieu of the manned bomber. The strate
gic corps proved power ful enough to prevent 
the emergence of another power center from 
the airlift commu nity. Even after the success 
of the Berlin airlift, the airlift mission re
mained sec on dary—re moved from the core of
nu clear bombing.14 

The challenge of the missile com mu nity to 
the domina tion of bomber pilots forced the 
Air Force to adapt to ex ter nal de mands and in
cor po rate missile technol ogy, even to advo
cate missile devel op ment and procure ment. 
How ever, the bomber elite never dropped 
their demand for at least coequal atten tion 
and money for bombers, and the expanded
nu clear mission—bomber- or missile-
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delivered—re mained at the core of Air Force 
cul ture during much of the cold war.15 

Air Force promo tion rates to the rank of 
colo nel from 1954 through 1971 reflect the 
as ser tion that senior leaders define organ iza
tional culture and that the organi za tion re-
wards and promotes core elites at a higher 
rate than pe riph eral of fi cers. But the Air Force 
core elite was changing. First, the promo tion
po ten tial of offi cers assigned to the core stra
te gic mission—in clud ing both bomber pilots 
and missi leers—de clined during this period. 
From a high in 1954–55 of promo tion rates 
three times that of the rest of the Air Force, 
Stra te gic Air Command (SAC) offi cers stead
ily de clined to pro mo tion rates be low the Air 
Force aver age by 1966. This trend contin ued 
through 1971. Ob serv ers also have traced the 
“be low the zone,” accel er ated promo tion 
rates for SAC offi cers from 1962 through 
1971. For those offi cers identi fied for early, 
“fast track” promo tion to colonel, SAC re
mained above the Air Force aver age in 1962 
and 1963 but fell be low the av er age for all but 
one of the subse quent years of the study. For 
all flyers—stra te gic, tacti cal, and trans
port—within the Air Force, however, promo
tion rates to colonel remained above the Air 
Force aver age for all but one year from 1956 
to 1971. The core of the Air Force might be 
turn ing away from the stra te gic mis sion from 
1966 on, but flying airplanes remained the 
fo cus of the Air Force.16 From the 1960s on, 
the Air Force adapted its culture to accept a 
pri mary role for the aerial deliv ery of tacti cal 
nu clear and nonnu clear weapons, but 
strategic- bombing pilots remained at the top 
of the Air Force until the early 1980s, when 
for the first time a tacti cal pilot became Air 
Force chief of staff. 

Builder describes this shift from strate gic
ele ments at the center of the Air Force’s core 
to tacti cal dominance in largely negative 
terms, not ing that the serv ice has lost its guid 
ing vision (strate gic airpower theory) and 
thus its cultural cohe sion. Accord ing to this 
view, the cohe sive core around deci sive, stra
te gic airpower through World War II gave 
way to nuclear deter rence shortly after the 
found ing of the inde pend ent Air Force. This 

wed ding of the Air Force to nuclear deter
rence gave en try to the mis sile and space com
mu nity, which ac cel er ated the shift to a fo cus 
on technolo gies over missions. The lack of a 
stra te gic role in Korea and Vietnam gave rise 
to the tac ti cal sub cul ture as well, split ting the 
Air Force core and leaving only weapon sys
tems as a fo cal point.1 7 James Mowbray at trib
utes this shift to the replace ment of aero space 
power at the heart of Air Force doctrine with 
less defined “national objec tives,” thus lead
ing to a devolu tion to sub-mission identi ties 
around these diverse objec tives.18 

By the late 1980s, then, the primary Air 
Force in ter nal di  vi sions re  flected a 
technologi cal bent, creat ing splits between 
pi lots and all other airmen (as space began to 
claim a piece of the core) and between the 
types of systems the pilots flew: between 
fighter and bomber pilots; transport pilots 
and “combat” flyers; and even among air-to-
air, deep-interdiction, and CAS fighter pilots. 
The Air Force essence began to center on the 
tech nol ogy of the fly ing ma chine, even to the 
ex tent that Builder could de scribe the change 
in relig ious terms: 

The Air Force could be said to worship at the 
altar of technology. The airplane was the 
instrument that gave birth to independent air 
forces; and the airplane has, from its inception, 
been an expression of the miracles of 
technology. . . . There is a circle of faith here: If 
the Air Force fosters technology, then that 
inexhaustible fountain of technology will 
ensure an open-ended future for flight (in 
airplanes and spacecraft); and that, in turn, will 
ensure the future of the Air Force.19 

Builder offers a grain of truth here. For ex-
am ple, cannon and shell—instru ments of 
war—abound around the periph ery of the 
West Point plain, but the central area—the 
one closest to the cadets who will lead the fu
ture Army—is reserved for statues of military
lead ers of note: Washing ton, MacArthur, Eis
en hower, and even Patton. At the Air Force 
Acad emy, busts of air leaders, from the 
Wright brothers through Hap Arnold, sur
round the central area, but upon that field 
one also finds static displays of the F-4 and F-
105 from Viet nam and the F-15 and F-16 from 
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Op era tion Desert Storm. The technolo gies of 
flight take center stage. 

Given that “worship” of technol ogy, the 
Air Force core meas ures it self in terms of aero
space perform ance and techno logi cal qual
ity—the clear empha sis is on quality over 
quan tity, and the self-identity is with plat-
forms flown or launched. Given its fu ture ori
en ta tion and attach ment to technol ogy, the 
Air Force still re mem bers its strug gle with the 
Army for inde pend ence, and it is sensi tive to 
chal lenges to that inde pend ence or to its at-
tach ment to the ground-combat mission. It 
con tin ues to assert its autonomy as a service 
by empha siz ing the strate gic dimen sions of 
aer ial combat over ground-support roles.2 0  

The Air Force is “the keeper and wielder of the
de ci sive instru ments of war—the tech no logi cal
mar vels of flight that have been adapted to 
war” (empha sis added).2 1  

The Air Force was best po si tioned of all the 
serv ices for Desert Storm but not neces sar ily 
for the end of the cold war. The tradi tional 
core mission of the Air Force had been strate
gic deter rence of the Soviet Union. That mis
sion contin ued after the end of the cold war 
since Russia and three other repub lics still 
had strate gic nuclear weapons, but it dwin
dled as Russian weapons drew down toward 
Stra te gic Arms Reduc tion Talks (START) II
lim its. Fore see ing this loss of mis sion, the Air 
Force issued a new vision statement—Global 

Traditional Air Force essence evolved around strategic bombing, particularly the aerial delivery of nuclear bombs against 
the Soviet Union. 
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Reach, Global Power—that pro moted con ven
tional, long-range power projec tion and pre
ci sion bombing against regional threats.22 

This vision reflected a continua tion of 
changes that had been occur ring within the 
Air Force since Viet nam. Ad vances in con ven
tional technol ogy, preci sion, and lethal ity 
had accom pa nied the takeover of Air Force 
lead er ship by the “fighter ma fia.” Tac ti cal pi-
lots had supplanted bomber pilots, and 
Global Reach, Global Power gave voice to 
their vision of how airpower should (would) 
be em ployed in the new world or der. This was 
a signifi cant shift in the Air Force elite, but it 
hap pened gradually and delib er ately, thus 
lim it ing its major disrup tive effects within 
the service.23 Today, the transi tion is com
plete. As of June 1997, nine of the 11 active 
Air Force four-star gener als were fighter pi-
lots, and the remain ing two were bomber pi-
lots.24 By Sep tem ber 1997, one of the bomber 
pi lots had retired and was re placed by yet an-
other fighter pi lot. (Note that all of the gen er
als were pilots.)

What ever its purpose and genesis, Global 
Reach, Global Power gave voice to ex actly the 
rapid, lethal airpower that the Air Force em
ployed in the Gulf War. The precise, deci sive 
air power employed in the Gulf gave the Air 
Force the upper hand over the other services 
in the force-cutback de bate that fol lowed De 
sert Storm. The Air Force was devel op ing a 
clear vision of its future and demon strat ing 
that it was ready to carry out that vision. 
While the other services struggled to define 
them selves after the Gulf War, the Air Force 
pushed for its faster, higher, stealthier fu-
ture.25 That push em pha sized tech nol ogy and 
rapid force projec tion, as well as expan sions 
in the roles that space and infor ma tion domi
nance would play in future conflicts.2 6  

The Air Force may have seen its tradi tional 
stra te gic core mission reduced, and it may 
have seen its core elite shift from the bomber 
ma fia to the fighter mafia with its increas ing 
shift from a strate gic to an opera tional focus, 
but it maintains its attach ment to the future 
tech nolo gies of air and space com bat—the de
ci sive instru ments of future war—now codi
fied in Global En gage ment.27 As this vi sion ma

tures—and if it can with stand the push to ward 
a narrower, surface-warfare orien ta tion from 
the Army and Marine Corps, as embod ied in 
the Joint Vi sion 2010pro- cess28—the tran si tion 
to a high-end, opera tional (theater), deci sive 
air power and space power vi sion may be come
com plete, allow ing the Air Force culture to 
com plete the transi tion toward its preferred 
role in the twenty-first century.29 

The Air Force 
in the Late 1990s 

Stud ies of the Air Force from the 1970s and 
into the 1980s in di cate that we should ex pect 
it to repre sent a spectrum of attach ments to 
both the insti tu tion and to its many occu pa
tions, in many cases leaning fairly heavily to-
ward the occu pa tions. The Air Force should 
be a confed era tion of techni cal special
ties—this fraction ali za tion a function of the 
tech ni cal na ture of the serv ice, of its re sult ing 
close and continu ous contact with civil ian 
con trac tors and special ists from equivalent 
oc cu pa tions, and of its bureau cratic manage
ment practices dating from the 1970s.3 0 Dis
tinc tive uniforms, flight jackets, badges, and 
pay bonuses have helped retain critically 
skilled offi cers, but they have also helped to 
deepen indi vid ual iden ti fi ca tion with subcul
tures and splits between those various fac
tions at the higher (serv ice) level. The oc cu pa
tional orien ta tion result ing from the 
em pha sis on tech nol ogy and skill is deep ened 
by the pursuit of skill-related higher educa
tion so charac ter is tic of the Air Force offi cer 
corps.31 This set of oc cu pa tional fac tors places 
the Air Force apart from the ground-combat 
serv ices, which are more insti tu tional in their 
ori en ta tion. The Marine Corps, for exam ple, 
is the most insti tu tional of the services.32 The 
lack of direct civil ian equivalents for many of 
the Ma rines’ core skills be comes a fac tor here. 

An ini tial pro file of Air Force of fi cers points 
to a con tinua tion and per haps even a deep en
ing of some of the factors that contrib ute to 
the service’s occu pa tional orien ta tion and 
frag men ta tion. Educa tion remains a primary
in di ca tor of continu ing Air Force attach ment 
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to technol ogy and to a continu ing occu pa
tional ori en ta tion. For ex am ple, 96 per cent of 
all Air Force gen er als have earned at least one 
gradu ate degree.33 These data remind us that 
the Air Force is by far the most educated of 
the services and that Air Force line offi cers, 
over half of whom hold gradu ate de grees, are 
clearly a well-educated group. By compari
son, in 1997 the Navy was reported to have 
only 77 serv ing line of fi cers with doc toral de
grees, compared to the smaller Air Force’s 
nine hundred.34 

In 1996 Air Univer sity conducted two sur
veys of almost two thou sand of its staff mem
bers, faculty, and students at Maxwell Air 
Force Base (AFB), Ala bama, to sup port the de
vel op ment of a curricu lum for the proposed 
Air and Space Basic Course (ASBC). The re
sults of those surveys indi cated that the Air 
Force offi cer corps recog nizes that its mem 
bers display career ist atti tudes and identify
pri mar ily with their techni cal spe cial ties.35 In 
sum ma riz ing the re sults of the Air man’s Ba sic 
Course Curricu lum Structure Survey and the 
Shared Insti tu tional Values Survey, one ana
lyst states that “the re sponses in di cate that of
fi cers value unit co he sion, iden tify with tech
ni cal special ties and do not persua sively
ar ticu late airpower doctrine.”36 This obser va
tion seems to in di cate that in the ab sence of a 
shared vision or sense of mission, Air Force 
of fi cers turn to their oc cu pa tions and the im
me di ate units built around those oc cu pa tions 
for their primary identi fi ca tion. This ten
dency is sympto matic of a fraction ated con-
fed era tion of subcul tures rather than a cohe
sive military service. 

Be yond these “snapshot” descrip tive data 
and the Air Univer sity survey results, the 
author surveyed 1,030 Air Force offi cers, rep
re sen ta tive of the service’s culture and cohe
sion, to find more detailed answers to ques
tions about what the Air Force looks like 
to day—how it is oriented, where its main 
fracture lines lie, and what the inten sity of its 
fault lines might be across special ties and 
ranks.3 7 Specifi cally, the survey addressed in
sti tu tional/oc cu pa tional (I/O) orien ta tion, 
mis sion/pri or ity/al le giance rankings, and at-
ti tudes to ward tech nol ogy and space to de ter

mine the sources and depths of dif fer ences on 
these factors across the Air Force. Only stu
dents enter ing profes sional military educa
tion (PME) courses at Maxwell in the late 
sum mer of 1997 partici pated in the survey. 
Mem bers of the three schools surveyed—cap
tains at Squadron Offi cer School (SOS), ma
jors at Air Command and Staff College 
(ACSC), and lieuten ant colonels at Air War 
Col lege (AWC)—form a repre sen ta tive cross 
sec tion of the middle ranks, special ties, rat
ings, sources of commis sion, levels of PME 
com ple tion, genders, and joint expe ri ence 
found across the entire Air Force. 

Stu dents partici pated in the survey at the 
very begin ning of their PME studies, when 
they had just arrived from Air Force field as-
sign ments and before any level ing of atti
tudes could take place as a result of cross-
specialty con tacts within these pro grams. The
sur vey targeted active duty line offi
cers—mem bers of the culture-setting corps-
elite segments and primary support ing seg
ments, which best repre sent the core culture 
and primary subcul tures of the service. Fur
ther, SOS cap tures a broad cross sec tion of Air 
Force junior offi cers, but ACSC and AWC re -
main very selec tive, offer ing only the “top” 
se lectees for midca reer and senior ranks the 
op por tu nity to attend. This situation actu ally
pro duces a sample that best repre sents the 
cul ture and its adher ents, accord ing to the 
closed- career model. 

Al most 90 per cent of cur rent Air Force gen
er als completed inter me di ate service school 
(ACSC or another service’s equivalent), and 
98 percent completed senior service school 
(AWC or another service’s equivalent or a na
tional program).38 Other studies indi cate that 
com ple tion of a service’s profes sional educa
tion programs is highly corre lated with selec
tion for Air Force command assign ments (in
De cem ber 1990, 97 percent of Air Force wing
com mand ers were graduates of inter me di ate
serv ice schools)3 9 and for senior-level pro mo
tion (from 1976 to 1983, 93 percent of Air 
Force offi cers selected for promo tion to colo
nel were graduates of senior service 
schools).4 0 Further, the services’ profes sional
edu ca tion programs should deepen their stu-
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The B-2. The airplane was the instrument that gave birth to independent air forces; and the airplane has, from its 
inception, been an expression of the miracles of technology. 

dents’ attach ment to service values and cul
ture. 

One would expect the survey to show that 
in 1997 the Air Force was a fraction ated body
lack ing a common vision, having thus de
volved into functional, techni cal, and occu
pa tional commu ni ties with little inte gra tion 
among them. Moreover, the Air Force should 
be largely occu pa tional in its orien ta tion, 
with the high levels of mission technol ogy
com bin ing with high levels of offi cer educa
tion to further this occu pa tional orien ta tion.
Fi nally, the Air Force should be a complex 
mix of commu ni ties with no inte grat ing vi
sion and lit tle glue to hold them to gether as a
co he sive entity. 

But the findings of the survey, although
con sis tent with many of those expec ta tions, 
are not quite as bad as one might think, based 
on the results of previ ous studies. Certainly, 
to day’s Air Force is a highly techni cal force 
with a complex mix of special ties across a 
wide range of core and secon dary missions. 
Cer tainly, today’s Air Force is much more 
highly educated and involved in ongo ing
edu ca tional efforts than the other services. 
And just as certainly, differ ences and fracture 
lines exist across the large and complex Air 
Force, some of them pro nounced. But the sur
vey also indi cates the presence of a common 

foun da tion under ly ing the gaps (which may 
not be as wide as some people may think), 
upon which the service could build a more 
co he sive air and space force for the future. 

As re gards I/O ori en ta tion—a con tin uum of
at ti tudes, not an abso lute choice between in
sti tu tion and oc cu pa tion—the sur vey re vealed 
sig nifi cant dif fer ences based on rank, oc cu pa
tion, rat ing, PME com ple tion, and joint ex pe 
ri ence. Higher rank, comple tion of more 
PME, and joint expe ri ence were char ac ter is tic 
of offi cers who were relatively more insti tu
tional in their orien ta tions. Also display ing 
more insti tu tional atti tudes were support of
fi cers and mem bers of the sci en tific and en gi
neer ing commu nity, as well as nonrated offi
cers. Most notewor thy is the fact that in only 
one sub cate gory and for a sin gle ques tion did 
the mean response move over the center line 
of the contin uum and into the occu pa tional 
side. 

Al though earlier reports stated that this or 
that group remained more or less occu pa
tional in its orien ta tion, this survey reports
rela tive degrees of insti tu tional orien ta tion. 
That in itself should provide a bit more opti
mism as to the possi bil ity of at least bridging 
the I/O gaps within the Air Force of fi cer corps. 
Only a question on non-mission- related du
ties, the omni pres ent military “Mickey 
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Mouse,” brought a series of mean responses 
over three on a five-point scale. And only the 
most junior opera tional offi cers surveyed
(cap tains in rated, missile, and space spe cial
ties) regis tered a mean score over the 2.50 
mid point (a 2.51) on the pool of “occu pa
tional” questions. Thus, the Air Force retains 
an “insti tu tional” founda tion. 

On the relative ranking of alter na tive mis
sions, priori ties, and alle giances, the survey 
found higher de grees of agree ment across the 
Air Force. Mis sion choices re vealed few dif fer
ences, and only senior scien tific and engi
neer ing offi cers elevated “team” efforts over 
op era tional air com bat as their top mis sion of 
choice. The instru ment noted no differ ences 
in rankings for alle giances. Only the matter 
of select ing priori ties showed some dif fer
ences, with several subgroups ranking op era
tional mission over people and more senior 
of fi cers gener ally revers ing those two priori
ties. In the end, the technology-oriented offi
cer corps put technol ogy last in its rankings, 
be hind operational-mission and air-combat 
pri ori ties in every case. 

Fi nally, the responses regard ing technol
ogy and space revealed some signifi cant dif
fer ences, but one can bridge most of the gaps 
here. More sen ior of fi cers, op era tors, rated of
fi cers, and offi cers with higher levels of PME 
looked more positively on the role technol
ogy plays in the Air Force. But the key differ
ences concerned space. Senior offi cers, sup-
port and scien tific/en gi neer ing offi cers, 
non rated offi cers, offi cers with more PME 
and a joint as sign ment, and fe male of fi cers all 
had high regard for the role of space. Most 
note wor thy, again, was the response of rated 
of fi cers, which indi cated a lower regard for 
space, thereby cre at ing a dis tinct gap be tween 
them and the rest of the Air Force on this is-
sue. Further, the range and degree of differ
ence within all of the subcate go ries of focus 
proved greatest on this issue of the air and 
space force. This prominent fracture line is 
sig nifi cant to the future of space within the 
Air Force, as opposed to space as a separate 
force. Although Global En gage mentstates that 
“we are now transi tion ing from an air force 

into an air and space  force on an evolu tion ary 
path to a space and air  force” (empha sis in 
origi nal),41 Air Force offi cers are, overall and 
par ticu larly within the rated commu nity, not 
yet ready to make that transi tion. The space 
force may find itself in the same posi tion in 
which the Air Corps found itself as a part of 
the US Army. That is, inde pend ence becomes 
the only viable alter na tive unless the Air 
Force accepts and supports a key space role 
within the exist ing force. 

So the survey found fraction ali za tion on 
the basis of rank, occu pa tion, and rating but 
found lesser degrees of differ ence for level of 
PME comple tion, joint expe ri ence, and for 
rank within the occu pa tional catego ries of 
op era tions and support offi cers. It revealed 
few differ ences on the basis of gender or 
source of commis sion and few within the sci
en tific and engi neer ing commu nity. For the 
most part, the dif fer ences were per haps not as
strik ing as were some of the areas of similar
ity. Opera tional and occu pa tional focus will 
lead to some degree of differ ence in reac tion 
to vari ous ar eas sur round ing Air Force cul ture 
and mission, but the gaps appear bridgeable. 
The serv ice’s line- officer corps ap pears to pro-
vide a ba sic in fra struc ture upon which the Air 
Force can build cohe sion. 

Building a Cohesive Force 
Build ing or foster ing cohe sion within a 

com plex organi za tion is a dif fi cult task, but it 
is one that has been and can be success fully
ac com plished. We must remem ber that cul
ture change and co he sion are prod ucts of sen
ior leader ship acting in concert with leaders 
reach ing down into the organi za tion. The 
pro cess is inter nal, active, and top-down. It 
must begin with the clear defini tion of a sin
gle, uni fy ing mis sion or vi sion state ment, one 
that is attuned to the task orien ta tion of the 
or gani za tion and one that all key, elite seg
ments of the organi za tion can embrace. One 
must then actively dissemi nate that vision 
across the diverse subcul tures and fraction
ated special ties before it can begin to take ef
fect. 
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At the Air Force Academy, busts of air leaders, from the Wright brothers through Hap Arnold, surround the central area, 
but upon that field one also finds static displays of the F-4 and F-105 from Vietnam and the F-15 and F-16 from Operation 
Desert Storm. The technologies of flight take center stage. 

Com plet ing an organ iza tional transfor ma
tion of the Air Force requires complet ing its 
cul tural trans for ma tion, re mak ing the serv ice 
into its twenty-first- century vision.42 First, 
this process requires a careful alignment of 
the Air Force concep tion of its task envi ron
ment with the percep tion of that envi ron
ment held by general, politi cal elements (the 
na tional secu rity bureauc racy, espe cially the 
De part ment of Defense and the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff). This is the clear vi sion re quired from
sen ior lead er ship at the top of the corps elite. 
The Air Force’s Global Engage ment vi sion and 
its core compe ten cies, espe cially inso far as 
they are consis tent with the Joint Vision 2010 
pro cess (Joint Vision 2010, the Con cept for Fu
ture Joint Opera tions, and the Joint Vision Im
ple men ta tion Master Plan for the moment), 
pro vide a solid first step to building this mis
sion/vi sion identity. 

Sec ond, one must realign Air Force strat
egy and structure to achieve the critical op
era tional tasks, roles, mis sions, and func tions 
at the heart of the vision. This requires uni
fied, active leader ship reaching down to re-
shape the service through clear and cohe sive
guid ance. Air Force Doctrine Document 

(AFDD) 1, Air Force Basic Doc trine; AFDD 2, Air 
and Space Power Organi za tion and Em ploy ment 
(forth com ing); and the devel op ing air-
dominant strat egy all are key parts of this stra
te gic ef fort. Analy sis of the sur vey for this ar ti
cle indi cates that the role of space within the 
Air Force must be a central feature of this re-
vised strategy and structure in order to retain 
space as a force within the organi za tion. Oth
er wise, space may be forced to seek an inde
pend ent iden tity in or der to sur vive and pros-
per as a distinct mission element. 

Third, the changed culture, realigned and 
re in forced elites, and revised priori ties must 
be so cial ized across the or gani za tion. The key 
to this process lies in creat ing a cohe sive and 
en com pass ing team focus around which di
verse subcul tures and special ties can (and 
want to) coalesce. Rewards and incen tives, 
pro mo tions, and train ing must all be brought 
into alignment with this team concept to pro-
vide the “glue” it needs to hold the reshaped
serv ice together until it fuses into a common 
whole. The new culture and team must be so
cial ized from the begin ning of one’s entry 
into the closed-career system, either via pre-
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Gen Merrill A. McPeak, USAF, Retired. Advances in 
conventional technology, precision, and lethality had 
accompanied the takeover of Air Force leadership by the 
“fighter mafia.” Tactical pilots had supplanted bomber 
pilots, and Global Reach, Global Power gave voice to 
their vision of how airpower should (would) be employed 
in the new world order. 

com mis sion ing educa tion, initial specialty
train ing, or a common Air Force orien ta tion. 
This culture and vision must then be rein-
forced across one’s career, not just in formal 
PME programs but also via active mentoring 
by leader ship at every level. 

The ASBC and the PME process under 
study at Air Univer sity may be steps in this di
rec tion, and the joint-education, cradle-to-
grave career progres sion suggested in Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Instruc tion 
(CJCSI) 1800.01, Of fi cer Profes sional Military
Edu ca tion Policy, may prove a viable tem plate 
for the Air Force program. However, the in-
for mal di- mension will be key to the broad est 
suc cess of this so ciali za tion ef fort, and it rests 
in Air Force lead ers’ ac tive men toring of their
jun iors—a diffi cult process to insti tu tion al ize 
and standard ize. ASBC curriculum-support
sur veys conducted by Air Univer sity in 1996 
in di cate that the focus for the sociali za tion of 

jun ior offi cers should address core values, 
eth ics, teamwork, and Air Force missions. 
One should place secon dary empha sis on Air 
Force his  tory and doc trine—or air -
mindedness.43 The Air Force must note that 
shared val ues are cer tainly a foun da tion upon 
which to be gin to build co he sion but that one 
must also define and promul gate a clear and 
uni fy ing vision—a sense of shared mission in 
which each member can see a direct and im
por tant stake—before a unified service can 
arise. The final result must take the form of 
changed output in terms of the perform ance 
and cohe sion of the Air Force team within 
and across the twenty-first- century battle 
space, and simple or singu lar attempts at so
lu tion may not be enough. 

As the Air Force completes this transi tion, 
it must also remem ber not to use the per 
ceived coher ence of the other US military
serv ices as the basis for a direct “fix” of 
unique Air Force is sues and prob lems. The Air 
Force is simply not the Army, Marine Corps, 
or Navy, none of whose programs will auto
mati cally trans fer un changed to the Air Force. 
One must analyze, evaluate, and adapt each 
one for Air Force appli ca tions.

Ear lier research points to the differ ences 
among service cultures and cohe sion.44 The 
Army is the most closely inte grated of the 
larger services, a fact one may attrib ute to in
ter branch mobil ity across careers, with many 
of fi cers serv ing one or more tours in dif fer ent 
branches of the service. Multi branch bases 
also contrib ute to cross-branch under stand
ing and commu ni ca tion—and ulti mately to 
co he sion. In fact, the Army oper ates as an in
ter de pend ent, combined-arms team, with 
each specialty area inter act ing with and de
pend ing directly on others for support. The 
op era tional Army is a team. It lives as that 
team on its bases, deploys to the field to live 
even more closely together in that team, and 
lives or dies in combat, based on direct link-
ages and mu tual sup port among the mem bers 
of that team. The expe ri ence of the National 
Train ing Center in the 1990s rein forces this 
team con cept. The Army is built for co he sion. 

That same research does not address the 
Ma rine Corps, but this service has all of the 
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co he sive ele ments found with the Army, plus 
the addi tional advan tages of a narrow mis
sion set and a small size. Marines are organ
ized into an organic whole—the Marine Air-
Ground Task Force—and they live in that in te
grated organi za tion, deploy at sea for ex-
tended peri ods in that structure, and face 
both their opera tional and politi cal envi ron
ments as a sin gu lar team. The corps is fo cused 
and chal lenged as a unit and sees it self in that 
light. Ma rines em body a co he sive war rior en
tity. They have much in common with the 
“model” cohe sive unit—the US Forest Ser
vice—which is small, re motely sta tioned, field
ori ented, and insti tu tion ally cohe sive.45 

The Navy is the second most cohe sive of 
the three largest services. Navy skills are 
more distinct and diverse than those of the 
Army, but the naval task force is also an in
ter de pend ent opera tional organi za tion. 
This opera tional inter de pend ence provides 
a binding force across weapon systems and 
spe cial ties, and this cohe sion is rein forced 
through multispe cialty inter ac tion in the 
ports and wardrooms of the fleet. As with 
the Army, opera tional deploy ments and 
com bat inter de pend en cies mold the force 
into a fairly cohe sive whole. 

The Air Force is the least cohe sive of the 
serv ices. One may attrib ute its fragmen ta tion 
to the special ized nature of its technolo gies, 
the speciali za tion of its wing structure, and 
the relative isola tion of one special ized unit 
from the others. The basis of the problem is 
Air Force tech nolo gies, which are di verse and
spe cial ized; both effi cien cies and effec tive
ness come from organ iz ing around those 
unique techni cal assets. The opera tional Air 
Force mixes assets within opera tions, but 
units live apart and work in isola tion until 
they join up en route to the opera tional tar-
get. Fur ther, direct- support tech nolo gies that 
are inte grated into the actual opera tion may 
be conti nents away at the time they are “in
teroper at ing” with a force. The Air Force mis
sion also mixes sev eral op era tional foci, from 
surface- warfare support through airlift (both
thea ter and global) to strate gic opera tions 
and into space. There is much less “glue,” less 
single- mission simplic ity, and less combined 

physi cal contact than one finds in the other 
serv ices. The Air Force cannot be the Marines, 
and Marine answers may not even begin to 
ad dress Air Force questions. 

Per haps the Air Force should look outside 
the military into other complex govern ment 
agen cies and civil ian organi za tions for mod
els. High-technology enter prises in the non
mili tary sec tor might of fer rele vant in puts for 
Air Force cohe sion issues. One might cer
tainly consider the National Aeronau tics and 
Space Admin istra tion (NASA), which can of
fer at least as much relevant expe ri ence as the 
other services. NASA also faced a period of 
tran si tion leading up to the Chal lenger disas
ter, and it is now facing an insti tu tional re
newal at least as funda men tal as that facing 
the Air Force. Observ ers outline issues of cul
ture and co he sion in the con fed era tion of cul
tures known as NASA, finding that the inte
gra tive, co he sive matrix culture that 
char ac ter ized the Apollo era gave way to bu 
reau cratic en tropy and dis or der, lead ing up to
Chal lenger. The politi cal envi ron ment de-
creased its support for NASA, bureau cratic
pres sures became paramount, and “conserv
ers” pursu ing a survival mental ity replaced 
“in no va tors” at the core of the or gani za tion.46 

To day, NASA is attempt ing to rein vig or ate its 
high- tech, multiple-subculture matrix team 
around new missions and goals, and the Air 
Force should take note of those efforts. 

Re gard less of the mod els ex am ined, the Air 
Force must find its own answers within its 
own set of cultures and pressures: it must de-
fine, build, and sustain its own team within 
and against its own mission and vision. The 
of fi cer corps is the key to that effort. Military 
of fi cers lead the vari ous units at all lev els, and 
through that leader ship they set the exam ple 
and cli mate of the pri mary groups with which 
Air Force members identify. Those same offi
cers pro vide the link ing mecha nism, the glue, 
that binds those indi vid ual units into a force, 
both across the functions and up and down 
the Air Force.47 The offi cers set, dissemi nate, 
and perpetu ate the culture, and they must all 
be come in volved in re in vent ing the Air Force 
team. The Air Force offi cer corps must share
es sen tial values, define the service core mis-
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sion(s) within the opera tional and politi cal 
en vi ron ments, create a unify ing vision, and 
un der take strate gic planning and action to 
prom ul gate that vision. 

A start should come from clearly defin ing 
an Air Force team, one that includes both de
ci sive and suppor tive airpower and space 
power functions within the opera tional con-
text of the twenty-first- century battle space; 
we must build onGlobal En gage ment to de fine 
that inclu sive Air Force team of the future. 
But such a team concept must be real, and it 
must be backed tangi bly through policy and 
in cen tives (promo tion and status) from the 
top down. The team and its vision must be 
dis semi nated at all levels, not just through 
for mal means but through ac tive, con tinu ous
in volve ment of all command ers. It must be a 
for mal/in for mal cradle-to- grave contin uum 
of Air Force corps concepts, not just core con
cepts. That team must be built, rein forced, 
and employed—as a team, not just its 
parts—and the Air Force incen tive system of 
rec og ni tion and advance ment must be 
aligned with that team concept. High-tech, 
com plex matrix teams can be produc tive, 

Notes 

1. Reported in Col Edward C. Mann III, Thunder and 
Lightning: Desert Storm and the Airpower Debates (Maxwell AFB, 
Ala.: Air University Press, April 1995), 163–64. 

2. Carl H. Builder, The Icarus Syndrome: The Role of Airpower 
Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the U.S. Air Force (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1994), 6–8. 

3. Franklin D. Margiotta, “Changing Military Manpower 
Realities: Implications for the Next Decade,” in Changing U.S. 
Military Manpower Realities, ed. Franklin D. Margiotta, James 
Brown, and Michael J. Collins (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 
1983), 22–24. 

4. Frank R. Wood, “At the Cutting Edge of Institutional and 
Occupational Trends: The U.S. Air Force Officer Corps,” in The 
Military: More than Just a Job? ed. Charles C. Moskos and Frank R. 
Wood (Washington, D.C.: Pergamon-Brassey, 1988), 27–30. 

5. James Q. Wilson, Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies 
Do and Why They Do It (New York: Basic Books, 1989), 91. 

6. Morton H. Halperin,Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1974), 28. 

7. Frederick C. Mosher, Democracy and the Public Service (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 122–23. 

8. Ibid., 130–33. 
9. Wilson, 95–96. 
10. John K. Setear et al.,The Army in a Changing World: The 

Role of Organizational Vision, RAND Report R-3882-A (Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND, June 1990), 67–80. 

11. Frederick C. Mosher, “Some Observations about Foreign 
Service Reform: ‘Famous First Words,’” Public Administration 
Review, November/December 1969, 605. 

loyal, unified, and ef fec tive, and the Air Force 
can and should expect or accept no less. 

True, the Air Force has a co he sion prob lem, 
but it also has a common infra struc ture upon 
which it can begin building its future, inclu
sive, more cohe sive team. It needs to define 
that team; consoli date its missions around 
that team; and actively promul gate, reward, 
and support its vision into the twenty-first-
century air and space future. The effort must 
be ex ten sive and per va sive, in cor po rat ing for
mal educa tion and training but focus ing also 
on day-to- day, unit-level efforts to live the 
team concept. It must come from the top, but 
it must reach down to and through com 
mand ers at all levels in a continu ing, cradle-
to- grave effort across each airman’s career. 
The frac ture lines are real, and the tech no logi
cal and mission-diversity pressures tend to 
pull the Air Force apart. For those reasons, it 
must put real, focused effort into pulling to
gether—not as a single entity but as a team 
com ing into harmony around shared mis
sions and com mon goals. A team ef fort is pos
si ble, even if a single, unified entity is not, 
and we must make the effort to bring that 
team onto the field. 

12. Wallace Earl Walker, Changing Organizational Culture: 
Strategy, Structure, and Professionalism in the U.S. General 
Accounting Office (Knoxville, Tenn.: University of Tennessee 
Press, 1986), 3–13. 

13. Stephen Peter Rosen, “New Ways of War: Understanding 
Military Innovation,” International Security 13 (Summer 1988): 
141–43. 

14. Halperin, 28–32. 
15. Wilson, 105–6. 
16. Arnold Kanter, Defense Politics: A Budgetary Perspective 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 102–11. 
17. Builder; see also idem, “Keeping the Strategic Flame,” 

Joint Force Quarterly 14 (Winter 1996–1997): 76–84. 
18. James A. Mowbray, “Air Force Doctrine Problems: 

1926–Present,” Airpower Journal 9, no. 4 (Winter 1995): 31–32. 
19. Carl H. Builder,The Army in the Strategic Planning Process: 

Who Shall Bell the Cat? (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, April 1987), 
26. 

20. Ibid., 22–48; and idem, The Masks of War: American 
Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1989), 31–43. 

21. Builder, The Army in the Strategic Planning Process, 47. 
22. Peter D. Feaver and Kurt M. Campbell, “Rethinking Key 

West: Service Roles and Missions after the Cold War,” in 1993 
American Defense Annual, ed. Joseph Kruzel (New York: Lexington 
Books, 1993), 166–68. 

23. James F. Dunnigan and Raymond M. Macedonia, Getting 
It Right: American Military Reforms after Vietnam to the Persian Gulf 
and Beyond (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1993), 



AIR FORCE CULTURE AND COHESION 53 

224–33; and Larry Grossman, “Air Force: Streamlining for Leaner 
Times,” Government Executive, December 1991, 15. 

24. Air Force Library: Biographies; on-line, Internet, 9 June 
1997, available from http://www.af.mil/lib/bio/index.html. 

25. James Kitfield, “The Drive for ‘Global Reach,’” 
Government Executive, December 1991, 10, 18–20, 40 ; and 
Charles M. Westenhoff, “Why We Need an Air Force,”Joint Force 
Quarterly 6 (Autumn/Winter, 1994–1995): 65–66. 

26. Merrill A. McPeak, “Ideas Count,”Joint Force Quarterly 1 
(Summer 1993): 24; and Sheila E. Widnall and Ronald R. 
Fogleman, “Global Presence,” Joint Force Quarterly 7 (Spring 
1995): 94–99. 

27. Ronald R. Fogleman and Sheila E. Widnall, Global 
Engagement: A Vision for the 21st Century Air Force(Washington, 
D.C: Department of the Air Force, 1997). 

28. See Paul K. Van Riper and Robert H. Scales Jr., “Preparing 
for War in the 21st Century,” Parameters 27 (Autumn 1997): 
4–14, for a coherent summary of the Army and Marine Corps 
focus on surface warfare and a conception of airpower as a 
surface-support function. 

29. See Benjamin S. Lambeth, “The Technology Revolution 
in Air Warfare,” Survival 39, no. 1 (Spring 1997): 65–83, for one 
description of what that Air Force future might look like. 

30. Margiotta, “Changing Military Manpower Realities,” 22; 
Wood, “At the Cutting Edge,” 27; and John H. Johns, ed., 
Cohesion in the US Military  (Washington, D.C.: National Defense 
University Press, 1984), 56. 

31. Franklin D. Margiotta, “A Military Elite in Transition: Air 
Force Leaders in the 1980s,” Armed Forces and Society 2 (Winter 
1976): 155–84; and Johns, 58. 

32. Johns, 56–57. 
33. Air Force Library: Biographies . 

34. Scott Wilson, “Instructors at Academy Fear Changes,” 
Baltimore Sun, 17 July 1997. 

35. Cheryl E. Monday, “Executive Summary: Air and Space 
Basic Course Surveys,” Headquarters Air University (HQ AU), 
Maxwell AFB, Ala., n.d. 

36. Lieutenant Colonel McCoy, “Talking Paper on Analysis 
of Basic Course Surveys,” HQ AU/XOP, 12 December 1996. 

37. See James M. Smith, USAF Culture and Cohesion: Building 
an Air and Space Force for the 21st Century, USAF Institute for 
National Security Studies Occasional Paper 19 (Colorado Springs, 
Colo.: USAF Institute for National Security Studies, June 1998). 

38. Air Force Library: Biographies. 
39. Maj Ronald L. Stevens, “An Analysis of the Effects of 

Intermediate Service School Professional Military Education 
Completion on the Careers of United States Air Force Officers” 
(thesis, US Army Command and General Staff College, 1991). 

40. Lt Col James H. Brown, William B. Davitte, and Kenneth 
E. Roth, “Promotion Success of Resident Air War College 
Graduates,” research report (Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air War College, 
May 1984). 

41. Fogleman and Widnall, Global Engagement, 7. 
42. Walker, 7–13. 
43. Monday; and McCoy. 
44. Kanter, 18–20. 
45. Wilson, Bureaucracy, 107. 
46. Howard E. McCurdy, Inside NASA: High Technology and 

Organizational Change in the U.S. Space Program (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1993). See also Diane Vaughan, The 
Challenger Launch Decision: Risky Technology, Culture, and 
Deviance at NASA  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 
for a sociological discussion of NASA culture and the problems of 
integrating high-technology-oriented subcultures. 

47. See Johns, 8–9, 43, and 91–93, on the officer role in 
building military cohesion. 

The man who does not read good books has no advan tage 
over the man who can’t read. 

—Mark Twain 




